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XXX. An Account of an extraordinary acephalous Birth, 
By W. Cooper, M. D. in a Letter to William Hunter, 
M.D.F.R.S. 



DEAR SIR., 

Redde, April 27, x TAKE the liberty to remit you an ac- 
■*■ count of the delivery of a very curious 
acephalous monfter, accompanied with a fhort defcrip- 
tion of its anatomical fbrudhire. If, after a perufal of it, 
you mould apprehend it may be acceptable to the Royal 
Society, I beg that you will do me the honour to lay it 
before them. 

Mrs. brackett, of Glerkenwell Clofe, aged twenty- 
three years, was, at the end of her firft pregnancy, by 
a natural labour, delivered of a perfect female child, 
on Friday the 8th of October, 1773, at feven o'clock in 
the morning. The attending midwife, Mrs. ayres, foon 
perceived by the abdominal tumour that there was ano- 
ther child. After waiting about three hours, a flooding 
came on; but without pain, or any advancement of the 
fecond delivery. The hemorrhage producing faintnefs, 
debility, and danger, the attendants and midwife were 
alarmed, and I was fent for. When I ca.ne, I found 
her in the fituation above defcribed; and therefore 
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thought it my duty to accomplifh the remaining part of 
the labour, as foon as I could, confidently with the fafety 
of the mother. Upon all occafions, when the con- 
comitant circumftanees render it neeeflary to turn a child 
in utero, it is of the utmoft confequence, to underftand, 
as nearly as we can, its general fituation, in order to de- 
liver with the greater eafe, fafety, and expedition. And 
to an experienced accoucheur, if the breech, knees, or 
feet, do not immediately prefent themfelves, the head 
and face of the child will, in moft cafes, be a fufficient 
index to the pofition of the other parts of its body. This 
circumftance arifes from the foetus commonly coiling it- 
felf up into an oblong, oval, fnug, compact figure, with 
its knees towards its chin, in order to take up as little 
room as poffible, by being adapted to the cavity of the 
uterus. In the prefent cafe, when the patient was 
placed in a proper fituation, having introduced my hand 
as gently as pofiible through the vaginOyCervix uteri t znd 
inveloping membranes, and no part of the inferior ex- 
tremities, or breech, prefenting itfelf, I examined care- 
fully for the head of the child, as ufual, but without 
fuccefs. This difappointment fomewhat embarrafied me. 
But as the woman's fituation was become very ferious by 
the increafing uterine hemorrhage, I attempted without 
delay to get at the feet. I eafily fecured one of them ; 
but though I made ufe of very little force in bringing it 
towards the os externum, the ftru&ure was fo very tender 
that the tibia began to give way at its fuperior epiphyfa. 
On this account I was reduced to the difagreeable necef- 
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fity of again introducing my hand into the uterus \ and 
as one leg had thus unexpectedly failed me, I thought it 
extremely futile to attempt any thing with the other. 
The moft eligible refource which I apprehended I had 
now left, was to fix a blunt hook upon one groin, and, 
when it was brought low enough, to aflift gently at the 
other, with the two fore-fingers of my right hand. By 
thefe means I happily accomplifhed the delivery of the 
remaining/o^x, which proved to be a very lingular kind 
of monfter. And as the late ingenious Mr. hewson in- 
jected its blood veflels, and diflected it, I am enabled to 
attempt a ihort anatomical defcription of it, for the fatif- 
faction of the curious in philofophy and phyfiology, 

This extraordinary animal production is of the fize 
and appearance of a common twin child at its full time, 
excepting the particularities now to be pointed out. 
When firft born it was very plump, but foft and flabby, 
and the bones remarkably fmall and tender. It has nei- 
ther head, neck, hands, or arms. In the place where the 
neck ihould originate, is a little tnatnilla, fomewhat 
larger than a woman's nipple, but quite foft. Apd on 
each fide, in the place where the arm Ihould begin, there 
is a fmall papilla, about the bignefs, and very much like 
the extremity, of a common quill. The fpine feems per- 
fect, but ends abruptly at the upper vertebra, colli. Be- 
low the navel the parts are nearly intire, except the feet, 
where the toes are of an irregular form and fize, and 
fome of them united together. The external parts of 
generation, which indicate it a female, are alfo perfect. 

U u a Upon 



I 314 ] 

Upon a careful infpe£tion internally, there is evidently 
no brain nor fpinal marrow. A few nerves, however, 
are Scattered about the abdomen ;, but their origin, for 
fear of deftroying the preparation, is not traced. The 
uterus is perfect \ but only one ovarium could be found. 
There is alfo the appearance of a bladder; but it is fo 
contracted as to have no cavity- A large, inteftine 
arifes from the anus; is a good deal convoluted. when it 
gets above the brim of, the pe/vis, and ends in a blind 
pouch or cul defac, on the left fide of the abdomen.- This 
vifcus appears to be about fix or feven inches in lengthj 
varies its fize in different parts, gradually becomes fmal- 
ler towards its fuperior extremity, and feems fully dif- 
tended with a colourlefs mucus ('). All above the na- 
vel is extremely defective. There is no heart, lungs, 
diaphragm, ftomach, liver, kidnies, fpleen, pancreas, nor 
fmall interlines.. However, there are three fmall glands 
in the place of the thymus r whole fubftance^ when; exa- 
mined with a microfcope,JVIr. hewson remarked^ exactly 
refembled that of the thymus itfelf. And on each fide of 
the vena cava, juft under the navel,, are two little glan- 
dular fubftances, which feem to be fomewhat like cap- 
fulce renaleSy only very fmall to what are commonly 

(a) Does notthis circumftance almoft amount to a proof^ that the meconium, 
univerfally found in the bowels of new-born children, is nothing more than the 
mucus naturally fecretedty the inteftinal glands, mixed with bitej and perhaps-a 
fmall portion of the pancreatic juice ? In the prefent inftance,. as "there is no liver 
there could be no bile, and confecjuently the meconium,: if I may fo call it, is 
colourlefs. 

found 
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founds There is a large artery running upon the 
fpine, which may he called the aorta. As this approaches 
the upper extremity of the little animal, it is divided 
into fmaller and fmaller branches ; and in its courfe it 
diftributes lateral ones alfo to the contiguous parts of the 
trunk. Below the navel it fends off two branches that 
conftitute the umbilical arteries, one of which is confi- 
derably larger than the other. And then below thefe, 
two other branches defcend to the inferior extremities. 
A large umbilical vein comes in at the navel, and is im- 
mediately divided into two confiderable branches; one 
afcending, the other defcending. Each of thefe is again 
fub-divided into fmaller and fmaller branches, which, 
as they pafs upwards and downwards, feem to correfpond 
with the different ramifications of the afcending and de- 
fcending aorta. ■ The funis umbilicalis was only about 
two inches in lengthen, and fo very tender alfb, that it 
unavoidably feparated near the navel of the child during 
the delivery. Whether, therefore, there was any pulfa- 
tion in this ihort funis I am not able to determine. The 
placenta was not particularly examined.. 

(b) Mr* HEWsoNi fome time before his death, ftemed to be confirmed in 
the opinion, that whenever children are born with little or no brain, the cap- 
fults renales are always very much diminilhed. This is certainly the cafe in one 
or two almoft brainlefs children which I have by me, and whofe renal capfula he 
examined, with aview.of being further fatisfied upon this fubje&. 

(e) An exaftly fimilar circumftance to this I took particular notice of, in the 
delivery of anothw almoft brainlefs monfter. 

Here 
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Here are evidently in this foetus two diftin<5t fyftemi of 
veffels, arteries and veins (<>), that carried red blood c). It 
is plain alfo, that the blood paffed from the internal iUac 
arteries, through the hypogfqflrics and umbilicals to the 
placenta, and was returned from it by the umbilical vein 
to the navel, and thence distributed in the manner be- 
fore obferved. But as there is no heart, nor any thing 
analagous to one, it becomes extremely difficult to ascer- 
tain the powers by which the circulation was carried on 
through this curious phyfiological phsenomenon. May 
we not however venture to advance a conjecture, that 
the periftaltick, or living mufcular power of the arteries, 
was principally fubfervient to this important end f Many 
examples are to be met with in the collections of the cu- 
rious and learned in the different parts of Europe r/;, 

which 

(3) Mr. hewson attempted to inje& the whole blood veffels by the umbili- 
cal vein as ufual. To his great furprize, no part of the injection returned by 
the umbilical arteries. He could not account for this Angularity at that time : 
but as only a part of the veffels were filled, he inje&ed afrefh by one of the hypo- 
gajlric arteries. Upon diffe&ion afterwards, this myftery was unravelled by the 
heart's being totally abfent. It then appeared alfo, that by the firft inipeftion 
he had filled the venal fyftem, and by the latter the arterial. 

(c ) See a very curious cafe related by Monf. winslow, in the Memoires de 
L'Academie des Sciences for 1740, p. 586. and6©4. Among other remarkable 
Angularities in this little monftrous abortion of fix months, that excellent ana- 
toraift particularly tafees notice, that there was no appearance of one drop of red 
blood in any of its veffels, which were univerfelly filled with a ferous lympth; 
and that there were no veftiges of any veins at all. 

(/) f. licetus, de Monftris, p; 300. et feq. paifvn, Traitedes Monftres, 
p. 325. cheselden's Anatomy, 5th ed. p. 379. Philofophical Tranfaftions, 
1739-40, N° 456. p. 303. Ibid. 1767, p. 1. L'Academie des Sciences, Hift. 
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which are fomewbat iimilar to that now related. When 
carefully examined, however, excepting a very few in- 
ftanees, they are generally found either effentially to 
differ, or elfe their ftru&ure has not been, with any to- 
lerable precision, explained, The prefent hiftory af- 
fords alfo an exception to a frequent remark among au- 
thors, " That brainlefs children are always very hriflc 
" before they are bornf^;" for the mother has fre- 
quently told me, " That fhe felt no motion at all within 
" her after the firft birth; and that floe had not the leafl: 
4i fufpicion of there being a fecond child till it was deli- 
" vered." This circumftance may however, perhaps, be 
attributed to the medulla fpinalis being totally deficient, 
as well as the cerebrum and cerebellum. 

Phyfiologifts and philofophers have fpent a great deal 
of time in attempting to inveftigate the caufes of thefe 
extraordinary phenomena. With this view many opi- 
nions have been ftarted; but moft, if not all of them, «s 
far as I am able to judge, being built upon the tottering 
bafis of conjecture only, afford, upon an attentive in- 
fpection, but little fatisfa&ionto a difpaffionate enquirer 
after truth. The particular hypothefis, which has 
been almoffc univerfally adopted, is, that monftrofity and 
marks in children depend upon the imagination and 

1720, p. 13. Ibid. Mem. 1720, p. 8. Ibid. 1740, p 586. and p, 592. MIC- 
cellania Curiofa Ephemeridilm Germanicarma Ann. XIX. p. 258. Afta Eru- 
ditorum Lipliae, Ann. 1724, p. 501. 

(g) Philofophical Tranfaftions, 1674, N° XCIX. p. 6157. Ibid. 1767, 
p. 18. 

longing 
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longing of the mother. Such pernicious a principle as this 
ought to havevery rational evidence,and the moll ftriking 
facts to fupport it. But is it not directly the contrary? 
Indeed a great many ridiculous ftories have been related 
to the worldw, which* however, upon a little reflection 
either obviate themfelves, or elfe are contradicted by 
thofe facts that occur. May we not exemplify this ob- 
servation by the cafe of twins now related? One of the 
children was perfect, and is ftill living; the other proves 
to be remarkably defective. Does not the queftion na- 
turally arife here, how could one child be affected by 
the difturbed imagination of the mother and not the 
other? But the mother, upon repeated examination, 
recollects no fright in particular while Ihe was preg- 
nant. Neither, if Ihe did, would it all invalidate the 
force of our argument upon this fubject ; for ihe could 
not poffibly fee any child without a head : and more es- 
pecially, becaufe other parts, as the vifcera and medulla 
fpinalis, were equally defective, which are entirely out 
of the reach of the eye or imagination of the mother 
to form any idea about them. To elucidate this point 
ftill further, can any candid perfon poflibly fup- 
pofe, that the cafual agitation of mind of a pregnant 
woman, mould either produce or deftroy a whole 
fyftem of blood-veffels, nerves, and fibres, which are 
Indifpenfable conftituents of almoft every part of the 

X'k) mauriceau, p. 53. Obf. 64. Ibid. p. 63. OW. 118. smellie's 
■Miilwrfry, voL III. p. 402. Philofophical Tranfa&ions, 1684, N° 160. p. 599. 
ibid. 1739-40, N° 456. p. 303. and 306. 
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body ? And may we not adduce one proof more, in fup- 
port of our argument, from what happens to animals 
and vegetables ? Among thefe alfo, fuch extraordinary 
deviations from the general courfe of nature are by no 
means uncommon : yet the former are poffefled of a much 
lefs mare of imagination than is generally allotted to the 
human fpecies ; and the latter have none at all. Rea- 
foning in the fame manner upon feveral occafionsof this 
kind in which I have been concerned, my conclufions 
have always been fimilar; viz. that the ufually affigned 
caufe of the mother's imagination is by no means equal 
to the manifold effects produced. And on the other 
hand, this injurious doctrine is pregnant with continual 
mifchief to fociety. It frequently makes women very 
unhappy. And the fear of mutilating or marking their 
infants often affects them fo much, that they at laft mif- 
carry. Having therefore indubitable facts to go upon, 
and the caufe of humanity fo powerfully coinciding with 
the truth, is it not right to affirm and maintain with con- 
fidence, that neither the longing nor frighted imagi- 
nation of the mother appears to have any power at all 
to imprint marks or monftrofity upon children ? That 
this is a very weak fuppofition, entirely void of founda- 
tion, directly contrary to all philofophy and experience, 
and has nothing to fupport it but a vulgar opinion, tranf- 
mitted to us from the ages of anatomical ignorance? 
And is it not more reafonable to conclude with you, sir, 
in your extenfively ufeful lectures, that whatever be the 
defect or deformity in a monftrous birth, it can never be 
Vol. LXV. X x occa- 
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occafioned by accidents of any kind during pregnancy; 
but probably has its exiftence always originating, caufd 
adbuc incognita., in the firft ftamina of the embryo ('<)> 

Thus, sir, I have faithfully related the particulars of 
this lingular phaenomenon among the human fpecies, 
which, to a demonftration, confirms your opinion, that 
the nourifhment of the foetus in utero is principally by 
means of the funis umbilicatis. M. merry obferves, that 
defective monfters are more inftructive than others that 
have redundancies cv. If this be true, here is Hill an 
ample field for fpeculation, notwithstanding the few very 
obvious remarks which I have already ventured to make. 
In conformity to the general language of authors, I have 
in this eflay occafionally adopted the ufe of the term 
monjler. There is, however, fomething in that word ex- 
tremely repugnant to our common feelings, and very apt 
to leave a terrifying impreflion upon the mind. Why 
may not the Author of Being fometimes produce varia- 
tions in the human fpecies, as well as in the animal and 
vegetable kingdoms 0), and equally exempt too from 
fuch frightful appellations? Would it not, therefore, 
be more eligible in the prefent inftance, and every fimi- 
lar one, to explode the common term, and call it limply 

(i) The great baron hailer is of opinion alfo, that this is evidently the 
cafe in that fpecies of monfters to which parts are added. Vide Opera Minora 
halleri, torn. III. p. 148. 

(t) L'Academie des Sciences, Hift. 1720, p. 13. 

(1); See f. licetuj. j palfyn des Monftres, &c. in which are many in- 
ftances qf each kind. 
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a lufus natum; or with pliny to fay, " Hoc nobis mira- 
u culuwiyjibi ludtbriunty ingeniofajinxit natural 

The peculiar fliare of your friendihip, with which 
you are pleafed to honour me, makes me flatter myfelf 
that you will give me credit for the truth of any facts 
advanced in the courfe of the detail, that are not irre- 
fragably evidenced by a recourfe to the preparation in its 
prefent ftate. 



I am, 8cc. 



Norfolk-ftreet, 
June 6, 1774. 
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